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Use of Conjunctions

Abstract

..This study examines children's use of conjunctions. Three major Issues

are addressed: linguistic complexity, developmental differences, and ethnic

differences. The subjects for the studythird, sixth, and ninth graders--

were of Anglo, Black, or Hispanic ethnicity. They completed sentence

fragments ending in the conjunctibns and, but, because, and even though.

these conjunctions can be paired, and-but and because-even though, where the

second member of each pair is basically the negative of the first. The data

indicate that the positive member of each pair was easier than theinegative

one; the complete order of Vfficulty for the four conjunctions was

. 4.
because < and < but < even though4: The order of difficulty was constant

;
.

across grades and ethnic groups. For all ethnic groups there was improvement

in the use of conjunctions between third and ninth grade: However, the

grade by which effective mastery of each conjunction was eached differed for
)

the three ethnic groups, being in general earliest for Anglos and latest

'for Hispanics.
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A Study,of the Use of

Conjunctions Asross Grades, and Ethnic Groups

One of the most important educational issues in the U.S. today centers

around the poor literacy skills of non-mainstream children. 'In an attempt

to discover the source of thetproblem, many,researchers have empicried

contrastive analysis, comparing the child's first dialect or languett,with

Standard English, noting points of differemL, and then attempting tp

demonstrate the effects of interference from thg home dialect or language

on developing literacy in Standard English. These endeavors-have met with

mixed success. Although in some ilstances contrastive analyses have been

able to predict points of difficulty for the chiled (e.g., Labov, 1970; Flail

& Turner, Note 1), rn many other cases no interference .11als been found ie.g.li

Schaaf, 1971; Nolen, 1972; Hockman, 1973). Consequently, it appears

4

improbable that differences between home and scholol language per se -4e a

major source of difficulty. The work of Hess and Shipman (1965) and Bernstein

(1962, 1970) among others suggests that perhaps a significant problem is not.

the structure of the home language but rather its usage. That is, it is

possibte that non-mainstream children do not learn to make full use of their

linguistic resources to communicate new:informatiomnd that this lack is
1

reflected in their acquiiition of literacy skills.

One Important linguistic resource in communicating information is con-

junctive relation. ItJs important because -it is "a' specification of the

way in.which What is to follow is-systematkallIcconnected"to what has gone



IV^

Usp of Conjunctions

3

before" (Ha1iiday.4, Masan, 1976, p. 227). Conjunctions act as clUes drawing
/

attention to ..and making explitit the logical relationship betweer4ropos1-.

tions. In oipl discourse these Wationships may he made ear .by COnteXt.

44L
However, in the wi-itten mode, conjunctions are eXtremely important. .Readers

A

who fail Ao note a conjunction op, who misunderstafid it,. may interpret the

propositions it connects as either,totally unrelated or related in ways

unirktended by the author. Thus,they may.compreheod each sentence or clause.

but' fail to undersfand the Otssage as a Whole. Conversely, authors,who fail

to' make judicious wse of conjunctions leave their.,readers guessing about the
. 0

connections between'the idees they,have Presented. Single sentences may be

clear; the whole, however, IS Niague'because there are fewer cluiS to the

logical relationships among,propbsitions.

in this study we addressed the clOestion Of whether there are differences

in the way in which.mainstream and now-mainstream children une conjunctions.

The conjunctions examined were and, but, because, and even thouslh. They

were selected for three reasons. First, they all oc ur frequently' in reading

materials at transition level and beyond, and thus t( eir corriprehensiots is

very important to the developing reader. Secondly, in 'order to write

lucidly and coherently, an individual must learn to use these conjunctrons

appropr:ately. Finally, these four conjunctions form a natural set. But

may bc analyzed S's incorporating both the logical meaning of and and an

"adversative" meaning (Halliday 6, Masan, 1976), while even though may be

4f
understood as incorporating the meaning of because plus an "adversaticve"
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meaning. Thus they constitute Vwd pairs of con unctions whote members differ

primarily in polarity.

.And and because have been analyzed as Semantically simpler than their

negative couhterparte but and even thoup. It has also been demonstrated

that when subjects are expected to,Conjoin complex sentences with either

and or but,there are shorier response latencies when the expected reiponse

it and than when it is but (Hoosain, 1974). Purthermore, and is generally

considered to be the simpfest of all conjunctions while even though

(conceived as the negation of an expected causal relationship) appears

quite complex. Thus,three additional research question: present themselves:

(a) Are the negative coniunctions more difficult than their positive coun(Ler-

parts? (b) Is and the easiest conjunction, and (c) Is even thougt the most

difficult,

Method

Subjects

The subjects ufior the stUdy were 96 Black, Anglo, and Hispanic childreh'

in third, sixth., and nin h'Vades in a midwestern city of about 50,000

inhaVt.ants. The ifistrIution of'subjects by grade and c,thnic group is:

shown in liable 1. The B ck and Hispanic children came primarily from

lower-clats backgrounds, the Anglo children primarily from lower middle-

clast backgrounds.. The first language.of the Hispanic children was Spi.lish.

insert Table about here.
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'4he materials for this.study cxisisted of 24 incompleteNyentences, eadh

a
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sentence consisting of an Independent clause followed by a conjunction. 'One

, st of,.6 incomplete sentences was used for both and and but'and another

'partially overlappi.ng set o'f 6 sentences was used for both because and

even though. These sentences were.as follows:
\ ,e 4

I. Saffi gets,goodygr6des in School 1.,d/but .

v-

a

2.

3.

4..

5
.6.

7.

8.

Dad is hungry and/but . . .

We have a new car and/but . .

We went to the movies and/but

'Mother works and/but .

Anita is 1ty andtbut . . .

He bought a TV becousefeven though

kother works because/even thougl, .

. . .

.

. .

a

-

He went swimming because/even though . . .

10. Lirida is %ad beeause/even though . .

11. Sam gets good grades in school because/even though .

12. The puppy is tired because/even though .

Procedure 4

a

Subjects werejtested in,.tlassroom groups.. First, they were shown two

examples which. were explained'orally. They then completed a pract14e.

sentente,and their yesponses. weri discussed. Afterwar4s; they were given a

booklet containing the experimental materials. Subjects were linstructed

to use the blanks -following the conjunca.ons to finish the' sentences 'and, -

were told to be sure that the completed sentences made sense. The sentences

were-preented to sUbjects in a\7random order (except that in no case were

4,

44

0.9
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two sentenceslaffering-onlv in conjunCtion juxtaposed), 12 sentences_to a

page. Half the booklets began with o'ne page and half beganwith the otheT page.

Scoring
ft

The subjects' responses.were analyzed In ternis ofrtheir semantic accdp

ability--that is, whether or not the.given conjunction.appropritnely expressed

the relationship between the marn,clause, which was sentence- tial, and
.

the clouse.or phrase constructed by the subject. The semantic eceptability

of each response ;ias'independently judged by both authors. Disagreements
.

s,

' were discassed until a consensus wis reached. For each subjec% fdur scores

. ' 4 sl) P

- (one for each eonjunction) werle recorded. These scores ranged from ero to
4 4

_f. fr,41 a

six, a perfect score. , .

Results

t Analyses of variance. The data were subjecteq to an unweighted means
4

analysis qf variance with graae (third'? sixth, nOth), ethnic g;14641p,(Bitck,

a

Angfo,-Hispanic), and conjunction type (and, but, because, even though) as

factors. Grade and ethnic group were between-subjects factors, and conjunc--

tion type was a within-subject factor. Table 2 gives the mean scores for

Significant7,the InteTadtion of grade by ethnic group by conjunction

insert Table 2 atIout here.

'

mAin effects were found for grade: F(2,87).. 12.6$,4L .01; ethnic group,

F(2,87) = 7.89, E.< .01; and conjdnctlon type, F(3,261) .62.44 a< 01.

1

14,
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P Newman Keuta post hoc comparison of paired means performed wIth probabi City-

level .05 indicated that: (a) the grade effect was due to the significantly

higher performance of sixth than third",graders; (b) the ethnld group.effect

was probably due to the higher performance of Anglos, although the Neuman-.

Keuls analysis was unable to discr,imin'elte between paired means at the .05

lever; and (c) the conjunction type effect was due to the feet that for all

pair wise Lomparisons the means wera significantly different, the order of

p.

difficulty of the conjunctions being because <.and- < but < e'en though.

In iddi ti)n to the main ef fects , there were also s 1 gn f I cant Interact ions of

graai with conjunction type,' F(6,261) = 5.94, a < .01, and ethnic group

with con'iunction type, F(6,261) = 3.83, p < .01. Neither the two-way inter-
,-

action of grade'by ethniE group nor the thrikvway interaction of grade by
k

ethnic group by conjunction type were srgnificant at the .05 level. T-test

pair-wise comparisons of means were.Amn to analyze the interactions. The

results showed that the grade by conjunction type interaction was'due to

the fact that,,whi le there is a significant improvement In all conjunction

scores between third and sixth grade (and tt61] m 3.48, < .001; butr,t[61]

5.00, a < .001; because, t [61] 3.60, EL < .001; even thought t [61 ] = 6.49 ,

a < .001), between sixth and ninth grade the only scores showing significant

improvement are those for ..:.yen that* (t[61e] = 3.52, EL < .001).

The ethnic group by conjunction type interaction was due to the fact

that Anglos performed significantly better than Blacks cm the conjunctions

but , t (62) = 2.21, a < .05; and even though , t (62) = 5.89 , p < 00 1 ; Blacks

4.

g;
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pertormed significantly better than Hispanics on the, conjunctions anclyt(59).

1.92, p < .05; and but, t(59). m 2.35, a < .05; and Anglos perfoTmed consis-

tently better than Hispanics on all conjUnctions (and, t[65] 3.14, a< .01;

bt_1&t[65] m 4:76,11_ < .)101; becausevt[65] m 2.10, a< .05; and'even though,

t[65] m 5.48, EL< .000.-

Correlations. The students who par.c1pated1rt this study hai recently

taken the Stanford Achievement Test, and Pearsoq's r wap calculated for the

pairwise comparison of the vocabulary, comprehension, and total reading

scores from this test and each of the conjUnction scores. All compOlsons

resulted in significant positive correlations, that of the.paired even though

and vocabulary scores (r m .71, a < .01) being almost.as high as that between

vocabulary and comprehension scores (r m .75, E)._< .01).
1

Interestingly when

Pearson's r is calculated separately ror each ethnic group, the paired

conjunctiOn-reading score correlations for the Hispanics are greater than

for the Anglos in 10 of 12 cases, and greater for Blacks than Anglos in 8 of

12 cases (see Table 3).

Insert Table 3 about here.

Pearson's r was also calculated for all pair-wise comparisons of

conjunction scores (see Table 4). The intercorrelations of but, because,

and even though were significant for all ethnic groups. The correlation

of and with all other conjunction scores was significant for Hispanics,

but only the correlation of the scores on and and even though were significant

for Angles_ None of the correlations with and were significant for Blacks.

.r
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for'Hispanics than for the other two groupS.

insert Table 4 about 'here.

g'tep-wise multiple repressionsJ,- In'order to compare the relatIonship

orconjunction rcores to reading scores across ethnic groups, two step-wise

multiple regression analyses with a .05 sIgn1ficaric V,.l.evel.were performed on

the data for each ethnic group, the first to determine the variables which

beet predict reading comprehension scores, the second to determine the

variables which best predict total readibg scores (see Tablep5). The variables

considered in each case were age, grade, and the scores on each of the four

conjunctions.

.Insert Table 5 about here..

With respect to reading comprehension, the variables which were entered

,and had a signific.mce level of .05 or better were: (a) for Anglos,only the

score on even though; (b) for Blacks first grade, the score on because;

and (c) for Hispanics, only the score on but. With respect to total reading,

the variables which were entered and had a significance level of .05 or better

were: (a) for.Anglos, the score on even though; (b) for Black% the score on

even though; and (c) for Hispanic% the score on but.
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Discussion

Our
1
findings indicate fhe following order of difficulty for the four

conjunctiohs studied: becausep< and < but < even though. Thus we found
.

that as:hyObthesized the,positive term of each of the,two conjuncticin pairs

(and In the pair and-but and bbcause in the vc:' ...ause7even though)'is
6

elSier than the negative one. However, while on thedibasis.of a preliminary

2,1inguistic/nalysis we expected the easiest conjunction to be and, we found

-instead that it is becaus . Our findings are thus in line with Vygotsky's

(1962) view that causal ne-lations aPpear before adversative relation% and

with the research of Katz and erent-(1968) which indicated that both first

-and sixth grade subjects showed greater 6nderstandinq of 'because than of

but and although. However, with respect to the relative difficulty. of but

and although (even though. in the present study)' our findings are somewhat

at variance with those of Katz and Brent. A1thaugh in a spontaneous speech

situation they found no u'se of although a either first or sixth grade

whereas but was used by more sixth than first graders,in a forsed choice

task both firit and sixth graders performed equally well on the two con-

junctions. Our findings are also at variance wiIh those of Robertson (1968)

who found that subjeCts In grades four to six performed significantly,more

o poorer on and and although than on because and but. Perhaps the discrep4Ocy

between our Tfhdings and those of Robertson and of Katz and Brent are the

resylt of different materials (subject generated sentence completion in

the present study versus forced choice in the'others).
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When we consider the semantic and affective factors which inflUence

what ,-an be joined with the four conjunctions we are studying, the reasons

for the order of difficulty that we found become clear. Of these four,

terms, because is the most limited; it introduces a ctiuse which gives a

reason or caus.for the action described in the main clause. This means

When a child is searching for a Teasonable conclusion for a sentence

fragment ending with because, his/her goal )s highly specified. Stein

(Note 2) has shown that chifOren's ideas about causa ity develop early.

Childrin asyouny as four and a half have little difficulty discriminating

prom consequences. Thus, if sentence fragments describe events or

Lc.nditions with which they are familiar, we would expect children to be

able to provide reasonable causes for those events or conditions. This

found. When we asked our youngest subjects tc, complete the

fr&gment, "Sam gets goad grades in school because . .," they supplied us

vith such answers as "he works," "he is smart," and "he is good."

Oncidentally, many_ children in grades 3 and 4 gave "he is, good" as the

Lduse of Sa:n's good grades, which suggest that these children see conduct

ds the principle ingredient of a Satisfactory report card!) Even when

there were considerable problems with spelling and grammar, it was clear

that the causal relationship was present, as the following examples show:

He went swimming because it was hot.

Sam gets good grades in school because he was never apsent.

Mother works because we nende mune.
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Only rarely did wc find such an erroneous use of this conjunction as:

Sam gets good grades in school because he's no good.

In this sentence, the propositions would normally be conjoined with even

thiz_L3.n_ih, indicating that the proposition expressed in the independent clause

runs counter to the expectation set up by the dependent clause. Isolated

cases in which children attempted to use because to conjoin two contradictory

proposition were also found as in:

Linda is sad because she is happy.

As We would expect, older subjects had very little difficulty with

these sehtence types. We noticed that in the older groups, certain sentences

elicited a very limited number of respon e , which suggests that there is a

hi h degree of agreement on the causes of certain behaviors:

We bought a TV because . .

Mother works because . .

He went swimming because .

On the other hand, one sentence frame elicited very diverse responses, all

of which were judged to be highly acceptceole:

Linda is sad because . .

Apparently subjects felt there were many more reasons for feeling sad than

for buying a nev. TV, working, or going swimming.

And and but are not as highly constraining as because; rather, the

factors affecting the acceptability of sentences with and and but are

relatively subtle.
2

When the completion responseS/were examined, we found a

much greater number of unacceptable or odd sentences in all three groups of
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subjecti thah we did for the causal relationship.. Ahgf:T (1970% in a compre-

hensive analysis of adult use of and and,but in conjoinENkadjecaves, found

that and was used,when there was congruence in terms of the polar;ity of the

NID adjectives. If both adjectives were considered either favorable or

unfavorable attribui..es, they/could be joined by and. However, if one was

favorable while the other was unfavorable, but was the usual choice for

joining them in one sentence. For example, most people consider beauty and

generosity good attributes, while uglinesSand selfishness are nenatiyely

evaluated. Now consider the fo)lowing six sentences (where we have indicated

wizh a question mark which sentences are considered odd):

the is beautiful and generous.

She is ugly and selfish.

She is beautiful but selfish.

She is beautiful and selfish.

She is ugly but generous.

7 She is ugly and generous.

One persistent formcf error we found at all three age levels involved

this aspect of and and but. Adjectives that were not similar in terms of

polarity (positive/negative) were conjoined with and. For example,from

both third and sixth grade, we got the sentence, "Anita is pretty and fat."

4

Since prettiness but not fatness is evaluated positively in this culture,

this sentence would sound much better with but, as would one supplied by a

ninth grader: "Anita is pretty and a brat." Conversely, some adjectives

with the same polarity were conjoined with but as in this sentence produced

by a third grader: "Anita is pretty but nice." In some cases the children
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. appeared to realize there was a Polarity Tprobtem and sunned tile appropriate

conjunction, 3
creating a nongramma;ital sentence:-

,Dad is hungry but and sad.

Another set'of problems invoivid saying complete opposites about the
;.,

same individualas in the sentences, "Dad Is hungry but full," and "Anita
N

is pretty and ugly," given to-us by third and sixth graders. Even a sentence

where opposites are attributed to different peopl.e would sound much better

when but is used, as this sixth grade example shows: "Anita is pretty and

her brother is ugly."

Another bizarre form of error that was noted has peen described by

Robin Lakoff (1971). Certain characteristics or traits presuppose others,

and these latter characteristics are not normally spelled out'since they

are part of the average person's knowledge of the world. Lakoff's examples

are, "John has a Ph.D. in linguistics and he can read and write." "Felix

1

is a cat and he has four paws" (Lakoff, 1971, p. 125). We found sentences

showing exactly this quality of "spelling out" information presupposed by

the sentence fragment they were completing:

Anita is pretty, and she is a girl.

Sam gets good grades in school and gets an A.

In our youngest group, cases with complete redundancy or partial redundancy

through synonym/ were also found:

Dad Is hungry and hungry.

Anita is pretty and beautiful.
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We have mentioned several things that tend to, make senterices with and
fi

and but peculia ' (a) opposition in the polarity of the two adjectives and

the use of dnd, (b) the predication of complete opposites about the same

1,

Individual, 'and (c) the explicit statement.ln the s'Et6614 part of the sentence

of informat,lon preupposed by the first part. However, when we look at all

the deviant sentences produced by third, sixth, and ninth graders, we find a

large group that cannot be related to any of these problAms% These problems

can be related to the basic condition that conjoined sentences must sKare_a

common topic or that one sentence must be.relevant to the other. .Some

sentences conjoined by and or but are obviously related; others Teouire

readers to make more assumptions or deductions to grasp why they are conjoined.

This distinction can be shown by two examples from subjects' protocols:

We went to the movies and rsiltKi211_1yInii.

We went to the movies and we sweat to [foo].

Finally, there comes a point where the number of deductions megessary makes

the reader judge the sentence as 111-formed. In this sentence,from a thIrd

grader, "Anita is pretty and wants a dog," it is difficult to understand the

relevance of betng pretty to wanting a dog. There appears to be no common

topi,c. We can understand a sentence such as this or-le from a sixth grader;

"Anita Is pretty but she had lost her book," only if we believe that it is

a general truth that pretty girls do not lose books.

Upon examining the errors In the use of and discussed above, it becomes

evident that the vast majority occurred when and was used additively to
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use of and, that in which It expresses a sequential relationship:

He!went to the boxing arena and save2n exciting fight.

The.clauses In a gintence expressing a sequential 'relationship cannot be

'ireversed,Whi le adclhive conjuncts can be:

Inseri,your check and seal the/envelope.

*Seal the envelope and insert your check.

She is talented and beautiful.

She is beautiful and talented.

In our iiata, sentences in-/Which and was used sequentially were error-free...

Furthermae, whether and was used additively, sequentially, or causally

depended on the nature of the g;clause. Ahd invariably occurred in an

additive sense with Ihe clause, "Anita is pretty," while "We went to the

movies" was ihe one most apt to produce sequential meanings of and.

Despite the fact that even Ahdugh, llIcebecause, has a very ,limited and

precise meaning, this conjunction presented even'more diffixulty to bur sub-

jects than. did and and but. Even though conjoins clauses when there is an
.

upexpected condition, as_in, "John skis even though he has only one leg.

Because and even though:can be considered semantically related because the

former describes a condition which 4iuses the event or action described by

the main clause,while even though marks a condition which would normally be

7 expected to prevent the action or event of the main clause.lu4 does not.

Thus even though.can be conceived as expressing the negation of an expected

causal relation. This rtpationship can be shown by the &a-lowing pair of

sentences:
_
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We didn't go boatiOg becatise It was rialntng.

We went boating .even though ltiwas raining.

Many of our subjects appear to have identlYied the causal.element in the*

17

*

-"meaning of even though but.lorled Ob.idesitif4 itp *lye elemeat. 7Thus,

many of the completions for sentence fragments 'endipg with even though
4 ,/

were causes. That is, we'kund information pncoded in the dpendent clause

that would be appropriate for,sen*nces with because. For .example, both

a third grader and a sixth grvier pro4uced the sentence:

We went swimming even though it was hot.

Similarly, the same proposition that elicited a numuerIof very good causes'

from our sixth grade subjects when it was fol,kowedi by beosrose contioued to

elicit good causes even when we were askinglfor bnexpt.cted results. Thus,

in response to the sentence fragment, "Linda is'sad even though . . .," we

got the following responses:

she has lost her cat.

she didn't get to go skat ng.

she got a spanking.

she hungry.

rri

This confusion persisted into the ninth gradF as the followingtexhmples show:
,

Sam gets good grades in school even Nough H7. trayed hard.

The puppy is tired even thoTh

Some of our subjects clearly exOessed iheir urlderstandingof the c'ausal

element in eyen_tho* and the srmant c Delakrhip of that term to

because. tor a few senence fragments endin0d1,1p, even thdt h they,

11.

V

'

C."'
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,

..- .-
added because and coMpleted,.the sentence with an appropriate cause,

.

yielding the fol1ow4ng sort of ungrammaticfl structures:

Mother works even though because she likes_ to work.

Sam-gets 9000 grades in school even though because he is good.

Because W3S not added to fragthentd ending with and ot but.

In other cases children appear to haVe mestered bah meaning components

of:even thouoh"negation iind causationbut failed.tó note that the

cöijunction Immediately precedeS the condition vihich, counter to expectation,

fails to prevent the action/event of the main clause. Thus we get sentences

in which the conjunction precedes the main clause,as in the following

sentence produced by a sixth grader:
41

The puppy is tired.even though I am going to run him.

The intended meaning of this sentence was probably, "Even though the puppy

is eired, I am going to run him."

us now consider the question of whether there are differences in

the ways In which children of different ethnic, groups handle the conjunctions.

We have found no evidence for differences in the order of difficulty of the

four conjunctions. However, the groups can be rank ordered with respect to

tlelr absolute scores on the conjunctions. Anglos performed significantly

better than Hispanic's on all conjuncilohs and better than Blacks on but

and even thtnia, whi le Blacks performed. iignificantly better than Hispanics

op the,conjunctions and and but.

Furthermore,there,appear to be,diffefences in the grade by which mastery

of the conjunctlohs is approached. If we definermestery'operat1on3lly as a

I.

'
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conjunction score of six,.theh in fillict no ethnlc.grotilp achieves mastery of er4(

v%
- of the conjuktionsNy ntnth grade. HoWever,if.we consiOera score of five

to reflect adequate ability lo handle a conjunction, theft we Ilnd that Anglos

have masopered becauSe,and alfilos1 mastered and. and.but at thii-d grad. By.11..

sixth grade, they havi mastered`all the conjunctiors. Blacks have pot mastered

. .1'

any of the conjunCtiOs 4t ithifd grade, although they are,approaching mastery
.1. , 1 . a

of because and and. -ily sixth grade, they have mastered all but evenqlhough,

)

and by ninth grade thatr too, hatlbeen mastered. The Hispanics do cot show
i

,

mastery of any of the coajunctiont-Until 'sixth grade, at whith polint they

appear to have mastered because and to approaching mastiry of and. At

ninth grade, all of their scores.with the exceptioa of 'those op even though,

are lower than at sixth grade although the difference: are.notstatistically

significant. This decrease. In scores' from sixth to r3nth grades may reflect

later entry to English language schools on the part of the ninth graders as

compared to the sixth graders. The fac't that the ninth graders' scores on

even thougl., are higher than those of the sixth grladers may indicate that the

cognitive development necessAxy for the correct use 2f even thou9h occurs .

! -,.

later than that needed for the correct use of and, but? and becalre. Correct t.

.

M..... I.M..alr

use of the latter terms in the grades studied may _then be deqbndent only on

a certain degree of second language acquisition.

The three ethnic groups do not differ only in the)gradeftly which they

approach mastery of the various conjunctions. They also differ...in the pattern .

of correlations among their conjunction scores akd between. their conjunction -

scores and their reading scores: For Hispanics, all possible correlations
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between conjunttlon scores are high. For Anglos and blacksionly the

correlations between scoret on but aldlbecause, but and even though, and
:

because and.,even thouqh..are high.' The high correjatIon among all the con-

4

junction scores focrispanics is probtbly a reflection of the low degree of

mastery of all of....tise cOnjunctions exhlbiteli by the group as a whole and

also an indlcatioil that, for them; the task was basically a vocabulary test or
,

.

translation-task. Torsthe Anglos'and Blacks,it Is possible that the task
. i ..

was more a cognitive test, one'of deteomining possible logical relationships.,

....1

,

among proposlt -1ns. Thus per, formanc:e on and Which may be used when a variety

4

.of loeical relationships-exist between propoOtions, is not highly correlated

with perf,rmance on the other-conjunctronseach of whose use is much more

conStrained with respect to the logical relationship existing between proposi-
,

tions which it may appronriately conjoisw. We find too that,except with

:respect to the score-on iven thou4H, Hispanics' conjunction scores correlate

1 more icighly with their reading scores than do Blackt' or Angios'. This fact

,suggests that for Hispanics it is possible that there is some common under-

lying factor accounting for both their perfprmance on this task and on

reading tests, fcir example a lack of familiarity with English (supported by

the high correlation of vocabulary and Oljunction scores), and/or that

their lack of ability to handle conjunctions appropriately impedes their

reading ability. Support for this latter position may be found in the

results of a step-wise multiple regression analysis performed to determine

the best variables to predict total reading score for Hispanics. The best

4,
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: preal*tor was their score on 11-ut In fact,this score wa the only predictor

significant at better.than the'.05 level.

Finally, there is some difference in the content of the propositions

that Black children.as opposed to Anglo and Hispanic children chose to

cgmplete the serAences given. In t6mecases,the appropriateness of these

propositions 19 not 4Meediately obvious to someone of different background.

,For ixample, in completing'the sentence, "We have a new car but . .

several Black children used.the proposition, 'Vie have a house to live in."

But may seem to be an inappropriate conjunction with which to conjoin the

given clause' with the one provided by the children. However, when we consider

the common stereotype that Blacks spend their money on cars in preference

to housinw, we can see a reason for the use, of a conjunction which implies

that the following proposition Is contrary td expecta,tion. In other cases

while there is no difficulty in accepting a 'proiiosition as appropriately

following a partiCular conjunction, its use indicates the ethnicity of the

child. Only Black children, for example, comPleted the sentence, "Anita is

pretty and . by referring to skin tone, producing such sentences as,

"Anita is pretty and light with red hair."

Conclusion.

In this study we found evidence for an order of mastery of the four

conjunctions and, but, because, and even though. That.order is: (a)

because, (b) and and but, and (c) even though. This order was the same

for all three groups studled--Anglo lower middle-class children and Black

and Hispanic lower-class children. The rate of acquisition, however, appeared

'No 3
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.to differ, In the three groups. Anglos showed mastery of because at third

grade and of the remaining conjunctions by sixth grade. Blacks*Indicated

mastery of all but even though 14 the sixth grade and of even though by the

ninth grade. Hispanics, however, while they exhibited mastery of because

at the sixth grade,falled to exhibit mastery of the remaining conjunctions by

the ninth grade. We also found that,although for allgroups conjunction

scores were highly correlated with,and better predictors ofpreading scores

than were age or grade, these relationships were strongest for the Hispanics.

When we considered the production of sentences.for the four conjunctions,

we found that the one that was easiest for our subjects, because, is the one

that is most limited semantically. However, the most difficult conjunCtion,

even though, is also rather highly constrained: it may only Introduce an

event or action that would be expected to prevent whatever is described in

the main clause. We must assume therefore that the difference in difficulty

of because and even though_ is related to the fact that we usually talk and

think about reasons why things happen rather than about factors that

unexpectedly fail to prevent an activity. And and but range between these

two extremes. In the case of these crlijunctions, there are several fctors

influencing their use, all of which are subtle and depend, to a considerable

extent, on a rather sophisticated or mature knowledge of the world.

There are several implications for teachers in these findings. First,

since for all groups conjunction scores were highly correlated id)th and

better predictors of reading scores than.were age or grade, mastery of

conjunctions appears to be important to reading comprehension.
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Second, causal relationships appear to be grasped easilveven by young f

children. Our findings together with those of Stein (Note 2) indicate'.thilt

there is little need to.teach them explicitly in the classroom. Childi:en

appear to be able to both encode and decode.them,easily in the written mode.

Third, children appear tohave a certain amount of difficulty in Using'

and correctly Hwriting and profft by instruction aimed at pointing

out: (1) that has sequenti01, causal, an additive meanings; (b) that

the additive use of and implies that all propo4itions so conjoined be related

to a common topic; (c) that qualities tonjoined by and share the Same

polarity; (d) that and is not usedtto conjoin a clause presupposed by a

preceding clause; and (e) that and is not used to conjoin tautologous' or

conCradictory elements. Despite the fact that failure to be aware of the

points listed above may result in the erroneous use of and in composition,

such failure probably has little or no effect on reading comptehension. The

reader can infer the correct relationship between propositions simply by

processing them sequentially.

Fourth, children alsohave difficulty with but. But is usvd to conjoir

qualities of opposite polarity and to express negated expectation In

sequentiality, causality, or.additivity. These facets of but should be

pointed out to students not only so that they may appropriately use &kit in

_writing but also so that,as readers,they will be able to understand the

nuances-in the texts that they encounter.

Fifth, it Is clear that even though pate§ a major problem for students.

While it Is possible that the difficulty resides solely in a failure to
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lbonprehend the linguistIc.form, we feel that it is more probable that In part

.the problem is one of failure to understand the logical relationship indicated

by the form. if the latter is the case, children will have great difficulty

in comprehending textual materials using this form and should be given many

examples 'of Its proper use as well ,Iss being'ehcouraged to compose Ahelr

own sentences using if. Mastery of all of the conjunctions will, we feel,

be aided by the opportunity to compose sentences using them,followed by
,

discussion of thase sentences. For this purpose,teachers might want to se

exercises such as those u ed in this stildy.

Finally, teachers should be aware that children from lower soc

eco
r
omic minority groups may lag behind mainstream groups in mastery

junctions and need extra help. Such .a lag might partially account

finding that although children seem to have little or no trouble d

their comprehension is low. Contrary to expectatIonind'to a study

responses of subjects from two different countries (Steffensen, Joa

5 Anderson, 1979), we failed to find any effect of culture on what

were seen to be logically related and in what ways.

2t;
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Footnotes

In this context we should point out that Robertson (1968) found

correlations between STEP reading test scores and conjunctions scores of:

.728 for although, .685 for because, .684 for but, and .647 for and.

2
The possibility that "students may have trouble linking ideas with

and since there are a wide variety of meanings attributed to this connective"

has also been noted by Robertson (1968, P. 406).

3
Inserting another conjunction or simply ignoring the one present and

completing the sentence fragment with a prepositional phrase were strategies

used by the children no matter which conjunction was given.
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Table 1

Distribution of Subjects

by Grade and Ethnic Group

Grade
Ethnic Group

Black Anglo Hispanic

Third 10 10 10

Sixth 12 12 9

Ninth 7 13 13

31
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Table 2

Mean Conjunction Scores

By Grade and Ethnic Group

Use of CoolunctIons

Ethnic
Group Because And But

Even
Though

Third Grade

Anglo

Black

Hispanic

Combined

5.4 4.9

4.5 4.5

4.6 '4.1

4.8 4.5

4.9

3.8

3.3

4.0

3.0

1.2

2.0

2.1

Sixth Grade

Anglo 5.8 5.7 5.9

4111...,..
5.4

Black 5.8 5.5 5.3 3.0

Hispanic 5.7 5.0 4.7 2.8

Combined 5.8 5.4 5.3 3.7

Ninth Grade ,!
Anglo 5.9 5.6 5.2 5.5

Black. 5.4 5.4 5.3 5.1

Hispanic 5.2 4.9 4.5 3.2

Combined 5.5 5.3 5.0 4.6

Combined

Anglo 5.7 5.4 5.4 4.6

Black 5.2 5.1N 4.8 3.1

Hispanic 5.2 4..6 4.2 2.7

Combined 5.4 5.1 4.8 3.5

32

30
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Table 3

Correlatior. Between Conjunction and Reading Scores by Ethnic Group

Ethnic
Group and but

All Subjects .47*** .46***

Blacks .31 .33
N

An glos .47
*;*

, .27
N

Hispanics .49**; .55N

All Subjects
.47***

Blacks .32
N

.38N

Anglos :33N .33
N

***Hispanics 38 .58
0,

even Vocal,. Total
because tRiZill ulary -Comprehens on Reading

Vocabulary

.44*** ..71***

.38N ***
:75

. 30
N .63***

.52
***

.54***

c-

***
.***.75 77

*** ***
. 75 .73

.***. 74
***

78

***
.47 .54

Comprehension

.46***

,

. 62
***

***

lr

***
.67

. 35
*

1/4.56

***

*
.47 .42

***

Total Reading -

All Subjects
***

.49
***

Blacks .26
N

.31
N

Anglos .39
*

.34
N

***
***

Hispanics .56 .71

. 46
***

. 66
***

***
.50 .60

**:

. 37
*

59

.55
***

.63
***

IN* .!

N Mot significant ^

* < ,05

** < .02

*** E < .01

33

44.*
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Table 4

k Intercorrelations of Conjunction Scores

by kthnlc Group.

Ethnic
Group

and- but bdtause even though

Al; Subjects -

Blacks.

Anglos

*** *** ***
Hispanics .76 .83 .59

and

.58*"

N
.17

.21
N

.56
***

N
.15

.(11N

.51
***

.33
N

.38*

but

All Subjects - .65*** .67***

* *
Blacks .40 .49

kiglos .65 .54

***
Tir%panics .72 .76***

because

All Subjects

Blacks

Anglas

Hispanics

.54
***

***
.50

.65'

N not significant

frac .05

**E.< .02

*itil< .01 34 ;
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Table 5

Calculation of Step-Wlse Multiple Regression

33

Ethnic Group Step No. Source F 0

Total Reading Scores

For All Subjects 1 . even though 63.46 .66

2 age 6.89 .23

For Anglos I even though 17.94 .59

For Blacks i even though 13.08 .60

For Hispanics 1 but 22.467 .71

Reading Comprehension

For All Subjects 1 even though 52.07 .37

2 grade 13.63 .34

3 race (var. 3) 4.90 -.19

For Anglos 1 even though 15.31 .56

For Blacks 1 grade 19.70 54

2 because 9.89 .43

For Hispanics 1 but 11.25 .58

Note. Variables entere< are significant at the .05 level.

4,

35
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